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Working on Policy:   
A Beginning Educator Collaborates on Issues of Phonics in Teacher Preparation 
 
Devon Brenner 
Mississippi State University 
 
Abstract 
In an era when federal, state, and private influence on education policy is on the rise, it is 
becoming increasingly important for educators to become involved in policy work.  During the 
2003-2004 school year, the author interacted with the Mississippi Department of Education, the 
State Board of Education, literacy faculty, and the Barksdale Reading Institute around the issue 
of phonics requirements for certification in elementary education. In 2004 the Barksdale Reading 
Institute, a private, philanthropic  foundation funded by a $100-million endowment from former 
Netscape CEO Jim Barksdale, encouraged the State Board of Education to require a 3-hour stand-
alone phonics course for elementary teacher certification.  This paper describes how the author, 
together with other Mississippi education faculty, responded to that proposal, and the ultimate 
compromise which was forged.  It draws conclusions for working with policy makers including:  
the importance of becoming involved in policy, even when it may not be rewarded at the home 
university; the importance of understanding policy makers’ concerns and discourse; and the 
importance of proposing workable alternatives rather than simply reacting defensively to 
offensive policy initiatives.  
 
 
We must engage in dialogues with various groups of people including teachers, 
superintendents and parents, business leaders, legislative aides, and 
legislators/politicians; we need to serve on panels, standards boards, consortiums, 
and think tanks both within and outside the area of literacy.     
                             --Deborah Dillon, President of the National Reading Conference 
 
 
Introduction 
 
Collaboration between policy makers and reading researchers has become especially 
important in recent years. Bailey (1950) defined policy as “Values authoritatively implemented 
by government.”  Authoritative bodies enact values as they make decisions, generally about the 
distribution of resources, to address various social problems in ways which affect individuals and 
groups of people.  When educators and policy makers share values, the policies enacted are seen 
as beneficial. However, when values are not shared or are differently defined, educators perceive 
those policies as having negative consequences. 
1
Brenner: A Beginning Educator Collaborates on Issues of Phonics in Teacher Preparation
Published by OpenRiver, 2005
 
In recent years, educators have expressed concern about the values being implemented 
locally and by state and federal governments.  The Federal No Child Left Behind Act, for 
example, values large-scale, statewide accountability measures such as standardized tests for their 
potential to bring about reform.  The NCLBA website states “When children are regularly tested, 
teachers know where and how to improve.  When parents know scores, parents are empowered 
to push for change.”  Many literacy researchers have questioned this value and pointed out the 
limits of such large scale assessments (e.g. Allington, 2002; Place, 2002).  Many educators also 
feel mistrusted by policy makers (Dillon, 2003).  Mistrust of educators has resulted in a myriad 
policies that literacy researchers find questionable. I know of districts where independent silent 
reading is “against the rules”  so that teachers must always be seen to be delivering content to 
students. The  federal government has questioned the very value of teacher preparation, and 
enacted policies which make it easier to by-pass teacher education altogether, such as granting 
$35-million to the American Board for Certification of Teacher Excellence, which promises to 
create “quality” teachers by creating credentials which are “are portable, time efficient and cost 
effective” and which forego schools of education in their entirety (ABCTE, 2003, paragraph 2).  
 
There are many reasons for literacy teacher educators and researchers to care about and 
engage in policy work.  However, several barriers discourage academics from being involved in 
such work. Educators may have little knowledge of the policy process (Halperin, 1981).  
Influencing policy requires a large commitment of time, time which may not be rewarded at the 
university level, complicated by the fact that the academic and policy world calendars are not the 
same.    Differences in discourse patterns may deter faculty from entering into conversations with 
policy makers. As contemplative writers, academics are less familiar and less comfortable with 
spur-of-the moment and face-to-face encounters typical of interactions with policy makers and 
legislative bodies (Dillon, 2003). Differences in world views such as assumptions about the value 
of various data and the goals for policy-making also provide barriers (Halperin, 1974). 
 
Educators may also be reluctant to engage in the policy process because policy work may 
feel both overwhelming and unwinnable.  When policy makers already seem to mistrust education 
researchers, when the problems to be addressed—illiteracy, achievement gaps, teacher turnover, 
school infrastructure—are such large, unbounded social problems; when policy work is 
intertwined with issues of poverty, equity, our very social systems, such work may seem nearly 
impossible.  As psychologist Karl Weick (1984) says, “People often define social problems in 
ways that overwhelm their ability to do anything about them” (p. 40). 
 
For many of the reasons above, I have not been directly involved in policy work until this 
past year.  Though I took a few policy courses in my graduate program, I focused more on 
preparing for my role as a literacy teacher educator.  I have been an instructor and assistant 
professor at Mississippi State University for the past five years, where I teach courses in 
literacy methods, diversity, and writing.  As a teacher educator and researcher, I have always 
been interested in issues of equity, diversity, and justice, but other than wringing my hands and 
writing a few letters, I had not taken any concrete steps that would involve me in the policy 
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process. 
 
Weick (1984) suggests that a strategy of “small wins” can help to redefine both social 
problems and policy work, and allow individuals to engage in attainable, effective policy work.  
Weick defines a small win as “a concrete, complete, implemented outcome of moderate 
importance” (p. 43).  A small win is not sizeable, but it is also not insignificant.  Small wins are 
often bounded—they are limited changes that affect small aspects of problems.  Small wins lead 
to successful policy work in several ways.  First, because they are small and bounded, such 
actions feel attainable.  Individuals are more likely to engage in work they believe might actually 
succeed. Small wins also establish a pattern of competence.  Small wins establish us as effective, 
knowledgeable people to be trusted in the development of policies. As Weick says, small wins 
“attract allies, deter opponents, and lower resistance to subsequent proposals” (p. 43).  Small 
wins can also teach us how to interact in new and unfamiliar systems.  As we engage in seemingly 
minor changes, we learn the discourse, value systems, and culture of the policy making bodies 
with which we engage.  Finally, small wins have a cumulative effect.  Because they are small, 
opponents may not martial their resources in opposition.  However, a series of small wins can 
lead to large changes in how a problem is defined and how policy makers respond. 
 
The strategy of small wins helped me to overcome my position as “outsider“ and to 
participate in the policy process during the 2003-2004 school year. This narrative of policy work 
has been drawn from interactions with the Higher Education Literacy Council and the Barksdale 
Reading Institute, as well as the Mississippi State Board of Education and the Mississippi 
Department of Education (SDE). The narrative has been reconstructed from my own notes taken 
at and written after meetings; official minutes, agendas, and other public documents; media 
coverage of policy making events; and my own contributions to the policy process such as 
position papers. In order to ensure reliability of the account, the variety of data sources have 
been used for triangulation. In addition, drafts of the paper have been shared with relevant policy 
makers from the Barksdale Reading Institue and the Mississippi Department of Education.  Their 
feedback has been incorporated into the account.  
 
The Higher Education Literacy Council 
 
In January of 2003, the Mississippi Department of Education convened the Higher 
Education Reading Council. They invited at least one literacy faculty member from each of the 
state’s 8 public and 7 private colleges and universities to meet regularly to consider reading 
teacher preparation in our state.    At the first meeting, in February of 2003, a department of 
education administrator informed faculty that the Higher Education Reading Council was funded 
by the state’s Reading First grant, funded by NCLBA.  These Reading First funds were to be 
used to improve student achievement by improving teacher preparation in reading.  The 
administrator charged the Higher Education Reading Council with making policy 
recommendations about elementary reading teacher preparation.  Goals of the Higher Education 
Reading Council included: increasing communication between colleges and universities and the 
state Department of Education; developing greater consistency between teacher education 
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programs; infusing “scientifically based reading research” into teacher preparation coursework; 
and making policy recommendations regarding reading teacher preparation.  Faculty were 
encouraged to consider recommending an increase the number of credits in reading required for 
elementary certification and to develop a shared set of standards for our reading courses.  
 
Literacy faculty from ten of Mississippi’s 15 teacher education programs, both public 
and private, discussed the methods courses that were already taught in our teacher education 
programs.  Across the board, our courses focused on literacy or language arts, and integrated 
reading, writing, speaking, and listening.  Based on this discussion, I recommended that the name 
of the Council be changed from the Higher Education Reading Council to the Higher Education 
Literacy Council (HELC).  The motion carried.  The change of the name was a very small win.  It 
bore little impact on the functioning of the HELC, but it established faculty’s shared views about 
literacy instruction and discussion about the name of the council allowed those present to 
develop a common set of values.   
 
During the next five months, the HELC met 4 more times in meetings facilitated by the 
Mississippi Department of Education.  Membership and attendance fluctuated, but a majority of 
the state’s teacher education programs were always represented.  In July of 2003, the HELC 
unanimously voted to recommend that the requirements for elementary teacher licensure be 
revised to require 15 credit hours in literacy (rather than the current minimum of 6 hours) and 
that the state adopt a set of rigorous standards be met in those courses, adapted from the 
International Reading Association’s draft standards for reading professionals (2003).  Programs at 
individual institutions of higher learning  would maintain flexibility and autonomy in designing 
these 15 hours, so long as syllabi demonstrate that all of the adopted standards are addressed.  In 
the fall, our proposal began to move through the regular channels for changes in certification 
requirements, including review by the State Certification Commission (a Department of 
Education committee ) and MACTE   (Mississippi Association of Colleges of Teacher 
Education, a committee of  deans and chairs of teacher education programs), and, if approved by 
the first two, on to the State Board of Education for final approval.   
 
Several small wins were constructed during these months.  Faculty on the HELC learned 
about the strengths of each program and various teacher educators in our state.  We shared 
resources including textbooks, assignments, and research articles.  Conversations about fluency, 
comprehension instruction, the role of writing, and phonics strengthened our commitment to each 
of these components of reading instruction.  We developed a trusting relationship and built 
networks between faculty and with Department of Education staff.  We also came to understand 
the goals, objectives, and priorities of the Mississippi Department of Education, particularly the 
office of Reading and Early Childhood, who coordinated our meetings. We were excited about 
implementing the changes we had developed. We had also unwittingly built capacity for 
responding to and affecting future policy initiatives. 
 
Phonics in Teacher Preparation 
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Barksdale Reading Institute proposes a phonics course.  Concurrent with this work, 
Claiborne Barksdale of the Barksdale Reading Institute (BRI) was making recommendations to 
the State Board of Education regarding reading teacher preparation.  BRI was established in 
January of 2000, when Netscape CEO Jim Barksdale and his wife Sally established a $100-
million endowment to be used to improve early reading achievement across the state of 
Mississippi. According to the BRI website (bri.olemiss.edu, 2005), BRI has formed a 
partnership with the state Department of Education to implement the Mississippi Reading 
Reform Model.  BRI has provided funding and professional development to nearly 100 of the 
state’s lowest achieving schools, teaching teachers to use informal assessments and diagnostic 
instruments to collect data and to design student-specific interventions for struggling readers.  
BRI has funded and continues to fund teacher training, extended learning opportunities for 
children (such as in-school and after school tutoring and summer programs), provision of  
classroom texts and enhancement of school libraries, and the establishment of parent centers. BRI 
has also aimed to strengthen teacher preparation at the 8 public universities in Mississippi.  BRI 
funds paid the salaries of a total of 11 additional reading faculty at the universities for a four year 
period, and were used to encourage teacher education programs to implement the Mississippi 
Reading Reform Model and the findings of the National Reading Panel.  
 
Claiborne Barksdale, chair of the organization, and other BRI staff visited K-3 classrooms 
and teachers around the state, observed teachers and talked with them about their teacher 
preparation, and visited undergraduate reading courses at the public universities. Based on these 
observations, they became concerned about the quality of reading teacher preparation, 
particularly in the areas of phonics and phonological awareness.  In order to understand the 
impact of BRI funded faculty at the public universities, BRI commissioned an internal study.  
The study included interviews with students and recent graduates, interviews with faculty, and 
document analysis of syllabi and course assignments.  This study convinced BRI that many of 
the preservice teachers in Mississippi’s institutions of higher learning were not being taught to 
understand, apply, or teach phonics and phonological awareness in “a systematic and explicit 
way.”  On October 13, 2003 Barksdale gave a report to the State Board of Education, which was 
item 8 on the agenda, “Barksdale Reading Institute Report.”  During his report Barksdale 
suggested to the state Board of Education that certification requirements include a stand-alone 3-
hour phonics course. 
 
In making his proposal directly to the board, Barksdale bypassed the HELC, the faculty 
member committee which was charged by the Mississippi Department of Education with making 
recommendations to improve reading teacher preparation.  He also bypassed the State 
Certification Commission, a body of state department officials, deans, and faculty, and MACTE, 
the association of deans and chairs of teacher education programs.  Typically, changes in 
certification requirements are reviewed by these bodies before they are moved to the State Board 
of Education. In making this proposal during the BRI report, Barksdale went directly to the 
authoritative body with the power to make the decision and enact it as rapidly as possible—the 
State Board of Education.  He assumed that the Board would be most receptive to his suggestion 
to emphasize phonics in teacher education while faculty (who seemed to him to be already under-
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teaching phonics and who moved so slowly) might resist his suggestion.  Staff at the Mississippi 
Department of Education were not expecting this proposal and were surprised that he had 
bypassed the regular certification policy process. 
 
Barksdale’s recommendation was formalized by a motion from the Board during the 
December 11 meeting (a time when faculty are typically beginning their winter break) and in spite 
of objections from Department of Education staff members concerned that the proposal had not 
gone through the State Certification Commission.  Although I am a literacy teacher educator and a 
member of the HELC, I did not learn about ’s proposal, or the Board’s interested in mandating a 
stand-alone phonics course, until January 2004.  At a video conference attended by eight HELC 
members, State Superintendent Henry Johnson informed us that the State Board of Education 
would meet in one week to discuss two proposals regarding elementary education teacher 
certification—the first to increase reading requirements from 6 to 15 hours (as recommended by 
HELC), the second to require that within those 15 hours, all elementary education majors take a 
3-hour stand-alone phonics course. Superintendent Johnson told us that the phonics course 
requirement had wide support among board members and was likely to be approved.  
 
HELC responds, but the Board ignores us. The faculty members present at the video-
conference began to talk about the negative consequences of such a mandate. We expressed our 
understanding that phonics is an important element of reading instruction, and wanted to be 
allowed to teach phonics in context with other aspects of literacy and other components of the 
reading process. We worried about allowing someone other than a teacher educator to make 
decisions about teacher preparation. We believed that individual institutions should retain 
academic freedom and autonomy over decisions about individual courses.  I worried that a 
phonics requirement was really a front for a requirement to teach skills in an isolated and 
decontextualized manner, a position antithetical to my knowledge of effective literacy instruction. 
I also worried that BRI’s $100 million  endowment would speak louder than any amount of 
convincing arguments by teacher education faculty.  However, it was made clear that Barksdale’s 
proposal appealed to the members of the State Board of Education, who already were concerned 
about phonics instruction in early literacy classrooms. They were likely to approve the proposal.  
In order to offer the Board another option, I proposed that we suggest that teacher preparation 
programs require 6 hours of “emergent literacy” rather than 3 hours of stand-alone phonics. 
 
At this January video conference, we decided to invite Robert Cooter, an acquaintance of 
one of the HELC members and a faculty member  at the University of Memphis, to come speak 
before the Board, believing that his expertise and his status as an outsider would be more 
convincing than any of the literacy faculty on the HELC.  I also consulted with David Pearson, 
who had been on my dissertation committee at Michigan State University in the late-1990s.  
Pearson suggested using the report of the National Reading Panel (2000) to articulate our 
concerns about isolating phonics in teacher education. He also suggested offering to teach 
“systematic early reading instruction” rather than “emergent literacy,” which might be seen as a 
buzz-word for whole language, a philosophy not likely to convince Board members to reconsider 
their position on the phonics course. 
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On January 14th, the HELC met again.  Seven faculty members talked with Cooter to plan 
for the board meeting.  Cooter would be the only one allowed to speak before the Board. We 
discussed items from Put Reading First, a summary of the NRP report (Armbruster, Lehr, & 
Osborn, 2001).  We talked about research on teacher education. We conjectured about the most 
convincing arguments to make before the board.  And we responded to newspaper articles 
announcing the board meeting, including editorials in favor of teaching teachers to teach phonics. 
 
At the board meeting on January 15th, Cooter outlined our concerns about requiring a 
stand-alone phonics course. He communicated faculty’s commitment to increasing phonics 
content in teacher preparation and encouraged the board to let faculty members—teacher 
education “experts”—design the best way to incorporate additional phonics content into the 
teacher preparation curriculum.  He praised the decision to increase credits in literacy from 6 to 
15 hours, stating that this would move would set a national precedent.  He encouraged the Board 
to evaluate the impact of increasing the total required hours before mandating specific courses.  
He described his own work in Texas with struggling schools, where attention to comprehension, 
not just phonics, helped children become readers.  He also mentioned faculty’s willingness to 
teach additional coursework in early literacy.  
 
Cooter was followed by Dan Locke, Dean of Education at Mississippi College, who 
represented MACTE (the committee of Deans).  Locke spoke of the need to retain flexibility, 
especially for Mississippi’s very small institutions (some of which have only two or three 
education faculty members).  He reminded the Board of Mississippi’s increasing test scores on 
NAEP (National Assessment of Education Programs) assessments.  He asked that the board 
allow individual institutions to make decisions about the content of their reading courses based on 
their individual context and student needs. 
 
Then Barksdale took his turn. He talked about the need for beginning teachers to have 
extensive, deep knowledge of phonics pedagogy, including knowledge of the proper “scope and 
sequence” for teaching phonics and phonological awareness “explicitly and systematically.” 
Barksdale spoke about BRI’s experiences in schools. He read quotes from the BRI study of 
preservice education, explaining how learning phonics and phonics pedagogy is “difficult” and 
that their study had found that many undergraduates only receive four or five clock hours of 
instruction in phonics pedagogy. He quoted a first year teacher  saying that she “did not know 
where to begin” with phonics instruction.  He acknowledged that BRI advocates that phonics 
instruction must be included with strong fluency and comprehension instruction, but that 
phonics deserved additional emphasis in the teacher preparation curriculum, and that it needed to 
be a 3-hour requirement, because “While phonics is the most critical element, it’s the hardest to 
teach. It’s the most tedious.” He expressed belief that teacher education faculty would avoid 
teaching phonics unless required to do so.   
 
As the Board members discussed the proposal, it became clear that they supported 
Barksdale's position.  Sondra Parker Caillavet,  the only classroom teacher on the board, favored 
7
Brenner: A Beginning Educator Collaborates on Issues of Phonics in Teacher Preparation
Published by OpenRiver, 2005
the stand-alone phonics course and argued against increasing phonics instruction by integrating 
phonics in multiple courses.  A middle school math teacher, she believed that learning phonics 
might be like learning fractions, saying that students don’t seem to learn fractions when we teach 
them a little bit each year, but they might if they had a whole semester of intensive fractions 
study.  A stand-alone phonics course would be the same. Charlie Deaton, chair of the Board, 
asked if there would be any negative consequences of requiring a stand-alone phonics course, 
“other than telling the colleges what to do.”  State Superintendent Johnson said no. Deaton also 
wondered why deans and faculty had not been more proactive in proposing changes to strengthen 
teacher preparation, and invited deans and teacher education programs to make more 
recommendations in the future. 
 
HELC’s response.  Faculty from the HELC left the board meeting feeling frustrated, 
sensing that we were all about to be required to teach a course called “Phonics.”  I recommended 
that we schedule a meeting directly with Barksdale to discuss our concerns, since his opinion 
seemed to matter.  I also suggested that we write a position statement, to be mailed to Board 
members, outlining our point of view and explaining the negative consequences that might result 
from taking this step.  Although faculty were told that no vote would be taken this close to the 
discussion, the Board voted the next day, and approved to begin the required public comment 
period for both the 15-hour requirement and the stand-alone phonics course, after which the 
Board would make a final vote.   
 
In the days that followed, HELC drafted a position statement reiterating our intent to 
increase and strengthen phonics instruction in teacher preparation and articulating our concerns 
about a stand-alone phonics course, including : 
 
•The National Reading Panel report itself emphasizes that phonics should not be elevated above 
other components of reading.  A stand-alone phonics course conveys the incorrect message that 
phonics is the most important element of teaching children to read. 
 
•Phonics should not be taught in isolation in the early childhood classroom.  By teaching phonics 
in isolation in teacher education programs we may actually undermine the goals of increased 
study in phonics in teacher preparation by modeling ineffective practice. 
 
•Requiring a phonics course may communicate to other states that  Mississippi policy-makers 
do not understand current research, damaging our reputation and possibly hindering faculty 
recruitment. 
 
The position statement summarized our alternate proposal, to require 3 or 6 hours of Systematic 
Early Literacy Instruction, which would emphasize phonics instruction but would also 
acknowledge the importance of other dimensions of literacy learning.  I mailed the position 
statement to every Board member but received no response from them.   I also sent a copy to 
BRI. 
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Forging a compromise. The Mississippi Department of Education arranged for a meeting 
between BRI and faculty on HELC in early February, 2004.  We met at the BRI offices in 
Oxford, Mississippi.  At the meeting, Barksdale and BRI staff members shared a point-by-point 
response to the HELC position statement, highlighting both areas of agreement and differences in 
opinion, along with a rationale for a stand-alone phonics course in the preservice curriculum.  
Barksdale described BRI’s conclusions based on their work with low performing Mississippi 
schools, especially what they saw as the lack of explicit, systematic, and quality reading 
instruction .  He emphasized BRI’s understanding that phonics is but one aspect of teaching 
children to read, but that it was critical, he said, that teachers know a great deal about phonics and 
phonological awareness in order to teach them well.  He talked about how important it is that 
teachers have in-depth knowledge of phonics and phonological awareness, including both theory 
and pedagogy, in order to avoid marching through pre-packaged curriculum in a lock-step fashion. 
He wanted Mississippi’s institutions of higher learning to prepare teachers to teach early reading 
so well that they could assess any individual child and design appropriate, meaningful curriculum 
based on the results of those assessments.  He wanted teachers to understand how phonics 
instruction and phonemic awareness fit into a larger picture of early literacy instruction.  In a 
document shared that day, Barksdale wrote: 
 
The lack of a solid foundation in phonics among teachers propels districts, 
especially for the lowest performing schools, to resort to expensive, off-the-shelf 
programs in an effort to fill this instructional void. Often, the educational underpinnings 
for reading instruction are lacking and therefore authentic professional development has 
not occurred.  Programmatic constructs can also have the ripple effect of limiting adequate 
time for fluency and comprehension.  
 
Faculty on the HELC reiterated our position as well.  I served as designated 
spokesperson, but nearly all of the 10 professors and instructors present participated.  We talked 
about the crowdedness of the elementary education teacher preparation curriculum.  Teacher 
education programs prepare teachers to teach multiple grades (generally K-8) and multiple 
subjects.  We talked about the importance of helping beginning teachers understand that phonics 
is one component of a coherent, well-designed early literacy program. We talked about the 
political baggage connected to the term “phonics” and the difficulty we already have recruiting 
faculty from around the country to teach in Mississippi.  We reiterated our commitment to 
preparing quality teachers.   We also acknowledged a need to strengthen our teacher education 
programs, including how we prepare teachers to teach about sounds and letters.  We emphasized 
our willingness to increase phonics content, and our fervent desire to do so in a way that clearly 
and consistently connects phonics to meaningful literacy.  I reiterated our willingness to require 
two 3-hour early literacy courses, and the possibly that added study of early literacy instruction 
would make a substantial difference in preparing beginning teachers to teach early literacy.   
 
By the end of the morning, we had reached a compromise.  Barksdale would ask the 
Board to delay their vote another month, while members of BRI would join with HELC to come 
up with course descriptions for two courses on early literacy instruction, including one to 
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emphasize phonics and phonological awareness. All of the faculty present agreed that their 
institutions would be willing, would, in fact, prefer, to be required to teach two early literacy 
courses rather than one stand-alone phonics course. Over email  Barksdale and I drafted the 
course descriptions and titles for the courses, which would be called Early Literacy Instruction I 
and Early Literacy Instruction II.  Both courses would emphasize oral language development and 
systematic, comprehensive early reading and writing instruction. The will have the following 
course descriptions, mandated across the state: 
 
Early Literacy Instruction I 
Concepts, materials and teaching strategies for oral language development and systematic 
early reading and writing instruction, specific to concepts about print, phonemic 
awareness, and phonics. 
 
Early Literacy Instruction II 
Concepts, materials and teaching strategies for oral language development and early 
systematic reading and writing instruction specific to vocabulary, fluency, and 
comprehension. 
 
The two courses and course descriptions were sent to the State Board, which approved 
them in March of 2004.  After a quiet 30-day comment period, the courses were approved and 
added to the  requirements for elementary teacher certification in early May, 2004. Since that 
time, HELC has met with Mississippi Department of Education staff and Kelly Butler of BRI to 
develop a set of shared objectives for the courses. While each teacher education program will 
develop and write its own syllabi, we will share a common set of goals and objectives to be 
achieved with each of the courses, and we will all have the same title and course description on 
our books. During the 2004-2005 school year, individual faculty have been working with their 
home institutions to develop syllabi for these two courses and the other courses in their 15-hour 
literacy sequence. We will share all of our syllabi and our revised programs with the HELC , 
which will provide feedback and ultimately approve each institution’s revised literacy program.  
The new early literacy courses will be offered in each teacher education program by fall of 2005. 
 
Discussion 
 
Through our persistence in responding to the phonics proposal, faculty in the HELC 
were able to forge a compromise with BRI.  This, in turn, allowed us to convince the Board to 
modify and improve the initial recommendation that had so concerned us.  Because faculty were 
able to affect the name and content of our early literacy courses, rather than have them dictated to 
us by the State Board of Education, we are likely to feel more invested in the decision.  
Ultimately, representatives from all 15 of Mississippi’s teacher education programs participated 
in conversations about when, where, and how much phonics to teach and how to design the early 
literacy courses.  Our involvement in the decision making process means that we are more likely 
to support this new policy, to help newcomers understand its intention, and to overcome any 
obstacles at the local level.  
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The Early Literacy course compromise was the result of successful faculty involvement 
in the policy process.  This success was facilitated by our face-to-face interaction with BRI and 
the State Board of Education. It was also important that we made an effort to understand BRI’s 
definition of the problem and reasons for proposing the stand-alone phonics course.  When I 
defined Barksdale as an outsider with no right to impose policy, I was unable to understand his 
point of view or to craft convincing arguments. When I finally took the time to understand BRI’s 
perspective and to learn about the data being used to support their stance I became a more 
effective policy participant.  
 
We were also successful because we continued to offer an alternate solution.  Roller and 
Long (2001) suggest that educators and researchers tend to be reactive, responding to negative 
policies with protests and by pointing out their faults, when a more effective stance is to provide 
alternate solutions to policy problems. Simply protesting the stand-alone phonics course would 
not have helped us to forge a compromise, nor would it have provided the State Board with a 
means for addressing the defined problem of reading achievement that had been brought to the 
table.  As we protested the requirement of a stand-alone phonics course, faculty continually 
offered to increase phonics instruction in a substantial yet integrated way through the creation of 
two Early Litearcy courses.  Offering an alternate solution was key. 
 
Unintended consequences. Though I believe that this compromise ultimately strengthens 
our elementary teacher education programs, it is a compromise, and does not come without some 
costs.  Teacher educators in Mississippi are already accountable to an at-times overwhelming 
number of audiences. We must prepare students to pass the Praxis and maintain NCATE 
accreditation.  We have to follow state mandates made in response No Child Left Behind and it’s 
provisions for Highly Qualified Teachers.  We have to meet the requirements of our university as 
well as the state Certification office.  By collaborating with BRI, we have demonstrated that we 
are willing to work with and compromise to yet another body.  This was the right decision, 
however, not all who seek to influence teacher preparation in literacy will be as knowledgeable as 
BRI, nor will they necessarily be willing to sit down and compromise with teacher educators, 
especially if they have already swayed the legislators or boards who make the final decisions.  I 
worry that the cooperation between faculty and BRI has opened the door to additional external 
influence over our programs. 
 
It must also be acknowledged that, at least on the surface, I have collaborated in the 
narrowing of the curriculum of teacher education in our state.  Although Locke of MACTE 
argued before the board that institutions need flexibility in responding to the local context as they 
design teacher education programs, the HELC has actually helped to decrease the freedom each 
school has to design its own programs.  In fact, it was my idea to propose that six hours (rather 
than three) of our elementary education programs be mandated by state policy.  This in spite of 
the acknowledgement by the National Reading Panel (2000) that there is not a consensus about 
the best way to prepare teachers of reading.   
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Perhaps the most obvious (and least noteworthy) unintended consequence is that I (and 
the other faculty members who attended meetings and worked on this issue) have spent time 
which may not be rewarded at institutions that typically value research or classroom teaching 
over service such as policy work.  As an assistant professor, I have had to weigh whether or not 
this involvement has been a worthwhile investment in my quest for publication and tenure.  I 
believe that it has, in part because it has allowed me to apply and reap the benefits of the 
strategy of small wins. 
 
A small win.  The compromise about these courses could seen as a small win.  Faculty in 
Mississippi have helped to create a requirement that we teach a course that focuses mainly on 
phonics and phonological awareness, just as Barksdale hoped.  We will be teaching just as much 
about the code as if  his original recommendation had remained in place.  Compared to the scale of 
larger problems in our state—chronically low student achievement, teacher turnover, teacher 
quality, and so on—the title of one or two courses in teacher education seems like a small and 
very bounded win.  However, this small win feels quite significant, both because I will not have 
to teach a course which violates my understanding of best practice in literacy instruction, and 
because it exemplifies each of the principles of Weick’s small wins, which are attainable (and so 
likely to engender action), establish a pattern of competency, teach us how to act in new 
contexts, and have a cumulative effect.  
 
A pattern of competency. As I worked on this issue, I had multiple opportunities to 
demonstrate my competence and thereby earn the trust of several participants in the policy 
process, including administrators at the Mississippi Department of Education and members of 
BRI. The Mississippi Department of Education, for example, has invited me to serve as a team 
leader on the development of the revised K-12 language arts framework.  At BRI, Barksdale has 
indicated that he looks forward to working with me in the future around issues of literacy learning 
and teacher preparation (BRI is turning its attention next to certification exams).  Because I have 
been able to demonstrate commitment, knowledge of subject matter and teacher education, and 
reasonableness, they are more likely to  take my views and knowledge into account.   
 
It would have been easy not to demonstrate my competence.  When I first heard that the 
board was considering Barksdale’s suggestion to require a stand-alone phonics course, I reacted 
strongly.  I was operating from negative perceptions of “phonics proponents” rather than truly 
seeking to understand BRI’s concerns.  I assumed that phonics proponents are only interested in 
isolated skill-and-drill practices, and that phonics advocates tend to be conservative religious 
zealots concerned more about training obedient decoders than educating thoughtful citizens who 
can read, think, and question. Roller and Long describe literacy educators'  tendencies in reading 
to position each other in "camps--a conservative, phonics-orietned, experiemental and quasi-
exeprimetnal camp and a liberal, comprehension-oriented, qualitative camp" which inhibits our 
ability to negotiate and compromise.  The context in Mississippi exacerbated these tendencies, in 
act, just before we met, the state's biggest news paper ran an article about reading teacher education 
called " "The Reading Wars: Teaching Phonics Topic of National Debate" (Hayden, 2004). 
Without interacting with Barksdale, I may not have learned that BRO advocates sound early 
literacy instruction; it is their wish that teachers possess deep, flexible knowledge of phonics and 
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phonics pedagogy in order to avoid the mindless, lock-step phonics instruction about which I 
was most  concerned.   
 
Learning to work in new contexts.  This introduction to policy work in Mississippi has 
taught me a great deal I need to know in order to engage in policy work.  Though I had been a 
professor in Mississippi for five years, I had not learned about the State Certification 
Commission,  MACTE (the Council of Deans), or the members of the State Board of Education 
until this past spring.  Now I understand more about how the policy process works, both 
formally and informally.  I know which board members to contact  when future policy issues 
arise, and which departments play a role in policy decisions.  I understand more about the role of 
external groups and organizations. I am also more aware of the kinds of evidence and arguments 
different bodies may find persuasive.   
 
Not only have I learned more about effective policy work as an individual, I believe that 
collaborating around this issue has prepared the faculty on HELC to work together to respond to 
and to introduce future policy initiatives.  We have established communication networks and we 
have developed a shared body of knowledge that makes us feel confident in working on policy.   
 
Cumulative effect. Although affecting the name of our early literacy courses may be seen 
as a small win in and of itself, I see it as one of several small wins that is likely to have a 
powerful cumulative effect in the state of Mississippi.   BRI has become an ally, one with 
political clout, who may collaborate with literacy faculty on future issues on which we share an 
affinity.  The Mississippi Department of Education sponsored, supported, and facilitated the 
work of the Higher Education Literacy Council.  Through this forum, teacher educators at private 
and public institutions, both large and small,  from across the state have been able to come 
together.  We have learned about each other’s programs and developed networks and connections.  
We have taught one another about teacher education resources and strategies.  Conversations 
about the content of our courses, assignments, and assessments has and will continue to 
strengthen our courses.  As we worked to justify our position regarding the proposed stand-alone 
phonics course, faculty studied current research, reflected on our current courses, and worked 
together to understand just what role phonics should play in the teacher education curriculum. 
Our successful effort to increase the hours in literacy required in our preservice elementary 
programs provides all of the elementary programs an opportunity to redesign their literacy 
curricula.  These many steps, this series of small wins, are likely to strengthen reading teacher 
education in Mississippi.  I look forward to continuing to be a part of the process. 
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